What has the Past Given Them?
Despite many programmes designed for "community development" over the past 45 years with many of them specifically aimed at the poor, almost 6 crore households still remain in poverty. They are poor in everything that touches their lives-they have poor food and poor health, they live in poor hygienic conditions and in poor houses, and many do not have access to even safe drinking water and sanitary latrines. They also have poor education, poor skills, poor social status, poor access to almost anything that can improve their situation. They work mostly in the informal sector and have poor incomes which are highly irregular. The status of women in such households is still poorer.
One of the major reasons for this situation is that it was always the others who had so far decided on what the poor needed, who should give it, when, how, and where. Even who the poor are was also decided by others, and every giver identified the poor in one's own way.
The givers often worked in water-tight compartments, most of ten blissfully unaware of one another's plans and work. In any case, they seldom liked to work together or to think that they were working towards a common goal.
In almost all cases where the poor could secure anything, be it better food, employment, shelter, financial resources, and sometimes even skills, their own capacity to analyse the socio-economic-political milieu in which they lived, to identify the problems that confronted them, and to try to find solutions rarely improved. They remained dependent on the benefactor's thinking, analysis, judgement, and vision. Very rarely could the poor participate in the planning of the programmes for their own selves, and their participation in implementation remained limited to that of receivers and not decision-makers.
Earlier Attempts at Empowering the Poor
There have been stray attempts earlier to empower the women, led mostly by individuals (quite of ten mistaken as voluntary agencies), where the poor, in whatsoever manner they were defined by these individuals, did get the opportunities to understand their environment and find solutions. In most cases, these efforts brought the poor closer to each other so that they worked as groups and not as individuals and shared their pooled meagre resources, financial and human, to meet the needs of the day. Over a period of time, their decision-making process, their managerial capacities, and their skills at resource management-financial and other-improved. Some celebrated cases are the SEWA Bank in Ahmedabad, MYRADA in Bangalore, Working Women's Forum in Madras, and Andhra Mahila Sabha in Hyderabad where groups of poor women have been formed, nurtured, and encouraged to imp rove their understanding of the socioeconomic milieu and to find solutions to their problems and their poverty. Except SEWA bank which is one large body of poor women, in almost all other cases, these groups have been small in size (having 15 to 40 members) so that they become participative and homogeneous in character. Hundreds of such groups have been formed across the country over the past decade covering, at best, about 50,000 persons, mostly women. In almost all cases, however, the non-poor also have a say in the decisionmaking process.
A large number of donor agencies have associated themselves with these efforts by providing grant assistance to help establish such groups, meet infrastructural needs, have revolving funds to supplement the groups' resources, and so on. In a few cases, the groups, either directly or through the intervention of voluntary agencies, have also succeeded in attracting bank loans for their members. Such instances led the Reserve Bank of India to issue instructions to banks in 1992 that "self-help groups" may be financially assisted by them, directly or through the voluntary agencies, and National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) prepared the general guidelines for such financing.
Over a period of about three years, about 700 such groups have come within the fold of bank assistance under this programme in the entire country, covering, at best, about 25,000 persons, mostly women. Once again, these groups are those which have been formed and nurtured by voluntary agencies like MYRADA, Gram Vikas, Andhra Mahila Sabha and the like. The total number of such voluntary agencies, however, is negligible.
When we begin to look for some new names, beyond these handful about whose tremendously purposeful work we have already heard in almost every forum, we draw a near blank. And then we realize that what we were looking at were examples of the vision and 4 missionary zeal of a handful of persons and the agencies which revolve around these personalities. A recent study by NABARD covering about 20 such groups which have been assisted by banks under the self-help group scheme brings it out explicitly that the banks had provided loans to these groups, not because they were very confident of the groups' working, but because of the trust they had in the functioning of the voluntary agency. In most cases, the banks were not confident of the sustainability of the groups once the voluntary agency withdrew. In fact, there are quite a few cases where such confidence has been literally 'bought' by the voluntary agencies by placing huge deposits (received by them from donors) with the banks, by providing repayment guarantees, or offering their own assets as collateral.
Replicability of the Approaches
Nothing had really changed. Neither had the attitudes of the banks changed, nor had the poor really been able to stand on their own feet without the crutches of the voluntary agencies. This is not to belittle the tremendous work done by the latter (or the persons around whose vision the agencies revolve), but merely to emphasize that the hopes and aspirations of the 30 crore poor and disadvantaged cannot wait for a few thousand visionaries and dedicated persons to come as "volunteers" (who, in any case, depend heavily on donors for their work and existence). The approach of working with the poor through voluntary agencies is, therefore, not replicable on a large scale.
It is in this context that the events which took place in a small sleepy coastal town of Kerala called Alappuzha, over the past couple of years, assume significance. This town, in fact, shows us the way for a new approach which empowers the poor and the disadvantaged, and which can be replicated elsewhere as it involves working with formal and governmental institutions with their existing personnel and not with rarely found dedicated visionaries of voluntary agencies.
The Alappuzha Town
Alappuzha was once a prosperous manufacturing and export centre for coir products. It had its own port and the availability of large submerged areas with saline water offered good opportunities for dehusking of white coir fibre. The marine fisheries sector was another major area of employment and income. The Alappuzha district was also known as the rice bowl of Kerala. Due to the prosperity that these activities brought in and the waterways that criss-crossed the district and connected it with other districts, Alappuzha was also known as the "Venice of the East." The birth and growth of communism and the labour movement in the area, however, changed the economic scenario. There was general opposition to mechanization of the coir sector which led to a decline in the productivity. Eventually, the coir industries collapsed totally. The marine sector became overcrowded and over-exploited and even farmers switched over from labour intensive crops like paddy. People were forced to shift from organized employment status to unorganized and informal status with low and irregular incomes. All this brought only poverty and misery to the people.
How did it Begin?
A programme called the Urban Basic Services for the Poor (UBSP), which aimed at improving the health of mothers and children amongst the poorer sections of Alappuzha town was started in 1986-87 by the Government of Kerala in association with the UNICEF and Government of India. Immunization, vaccination, reduction in malnutrition, etc. were the principal items of the programme. Programmes like provision of community water taps and sanitary latrines (community or individual) under various schemes were gradually included as these aspects were closely associated with the health of the mothers and the children. The health and anganwadi workers met these women in groups frequently to facilitate the implementation of these programmes. While some of the critical needs were being met, it was soon realized that unless these women were able to improve their financial stability, add a little to their existing incomes, and find ways to meet emergent situations which often forced them to borrow from moneylenders, there would be no lasting improvement in their lives.
It was this realization that led to the formation of informal neighbourhood groups (NHGs) of 25 to 40 poor women residing in different small localities. All the NHGs in every "ward" were federated into informal ward level bodies called "Area Development Societies (ADSs), and all the ADSs were federated into a town level body called the Community Development Society (CDS). The CDS was registered as a society under the Charitable Societies Act. These steps were taken by the officials of the local administration department of the state government who were the implementing agency for the UBSP with the help of the field level health workers already engaged in similar programmes for the community. The idea was to encourage these poor women to start working together, to understand their socioeconomic milieu, identify their problems, and begin to find their own solutions. Since the entire exercise was aimed at the, poor, it was necessary to identify who the poor really were.
Who are the Poor?
Ever since the pioneering work of Dandeka'r and Rath in the early 70s, poverty has been defined in terms of Vol. 20, No. I, January-March 1995 expenditure necessary for a household to buy food at the required minimum caloric intake. All programmes aimed at the poor have, therefore, used one or the other cut-off "poverty line" of household income. The IRDP, for instance, presently (1992-93) classifies households with annual incomes below Rs 11,000 as poor. However, given the fact that such people in the unorganized and informal sector do not have regular incomes, quantification of their annual income is almost an impossible task at the field level. The incomes of such people are also liable to be misreported and manipulated, specially when subsidies are attached. This difficulty has been implicitly brought out in numerous field studies which have mentioned substantial level of "wrong selection" of the "beneficiaries" in such programmes. However, the real reason-the difficulty in assessing such incomes to any reasonable degree of correctness-has seldom been explicitly brought out. In any case, the method depended on the crude judgement of a few officials rather than the people themselves.
In Alappuzha, therefore, an attempt was made to find an alternative where poverty was seen, not in terms of income, but in terms of almost anything that touched their lives and was quite closely associated with their low incomes-their education and skills, their family structure, their shelter, their employment status, etc. Some of these factors are causal factors, while others are the result of their "poverty." The presence of such factors is indicative of the deprivation in their lives. For example, if safe drinking water is not available in the vicinity, the household is forced to spend time and energy (which could have otherwise been employed more gainfully) on fetching water or live with unhygienic and unpotable water which would make them prone to diseases leading to avoidable expenses, loss of income and also absence from work. Non-availability of safe drinking water within a reasonable distance (decided by the community and not by outside intelligentsia) is, therefore, a symptom of poverty. To have children in the family per se is not bad, but when a family has a child below the age of five, it not only requires extra care in terms of money and time but also means reduced opportunity for the mother to take up work. In other words, having a small child in the family is a strain, even if temporary, on the family's resources, or a symptom of poverty. When we begin to look at the problem in this way, the symptoms or explicitly verifiable indicators associated with poverty, which can be easily identified for their presence or absence by anybody and not "measured" or "computed" can be easily listed.
Which of these symptoms and how many of such explicitly verifiable indicators should be taken into 5.
account? Who can be a better judge than the people themselves whose lives are affected?
A large number of group meetings and interviews resulted in the following nine indicators being selected in Alappuzha:
* A household with an adult illiterate * A household with an adult unemployed * A household without a potable water source within 150 metres * A household with katcha (mud or thatched) house * A household without access to sanitary latrine * A household with children below five years of age * A household barely managing two meals a day or less * A household belonging to scheduled caste or tribe (SC/ST) * A household with an alcoholic or drug addict Equal weightage was given to all the indicators and it was decided that any household with the presence of at least four of these nine indicators could be termed as risk prone, deprived, and poor. In a close neighbourhood, the presence or absence of any of these indicators could be easily verified by the women themselves.
Using a simple survey form, the members of the community were trained to conduct a survey of their neighbourhood themselves and identify the households which are poor according to these indicators, and even prioritize the families. Out of about 36,000 households surveyed in Alappuzha town, 10,304 households were identified as poor, deprived, or risk prone. Since the indicators were easily verifiable and the survey was conducted by the women themselves, the selection of poor families was without any dispute, a fact seldom witnessed in other poverty related programmes.
The validity of the methodology and the indicators may not be sound and is open to criticism but it has to be remembered that these were found to be the most suitable by the people themselves as it allowed them an opportunity to make an unambiguous selection of poor families themselves. Also, there is nothing sacrosanct about these nine indicators and they need to represent only the most concerning aspects of the poor women's lives as perceived by themselves. For example, when the success of the Alappuzha programme led to adoption of the programme in the Malappuram district of Kerala with a predominantly Muslim population-where a large number of males migrate outside for employmentwomen-managed households or households with divorced women or those with a size of six or above were 6 found by the people themselves as a major constraint, which was not so in Alappuzha. The method, thus, allowed the community to select the most appropriate indicators to suit local conditions.
Empowerment of the Poor
In order to effectively empower the poor, it was decided that while non-poor (as per the indicators) women could be members of the NHGs, only those identified as poor could be elected to the five member Neighbourhood Committee (NHC) for eachNHG. Since the ADSs and the CDS are only upper tiers comprising the elected representatives of the NHGs, only the poor women were represented on these bodies. The decision-making power, therefore, remained in the hands of the poor women. It was also decided that a rapid survey to identify poor households would be conducted every two years, and women belonging to a household that moved out of the "poverty index" would cease to be eligible for being elected to the NHCs. The clause that no member could be elected to any of the governing bodies for more than two years also removed the possibility of vested interests emerging among members. The Project Officer of UBSP was made the member secretary of the CDS; similarly, other ward level officials were made member secretaries of the ADSs but without any voting rights. Each NHG also selected from among the poor households a Resident Community Volunteer (RCV) who acted as the secretary of the NHC. The CDS governing body could invite and coopt any members to help it evolve, implement, and monitor the programmes, but none of them had voting rights. The bye-laws of the CDS were approved by the state government to give them official sanctity and the CDS was empowered to directly approach any agency, national or international, to find resources for its programmes. The 10,304 poor women, thus, became members of 350 NHGs which were federated into 24 ward level ADSs and further into town level CDS.
Training programmes were organized, through financial assistance from UNICEF, for the RCVs and Presidents of NHGs and other representatives of ADSs and CDS by involving institutions like the Loyola College of Social Work to sensitize them to issues related to community based structures, leadership development, responsibilities, and duties. Officials of government departments were also associated in these programmes so that they could develop mutual trust and understanding. They were also trained to conduct rapid surveys and identify the resources of the community and their most crucial problems. As substantial financial resources were going to be handled by the CDS, N AB ARD devised a simple accounting system which could be easily maintained by the members themselves at the NHG, ADS, and CDS levels. NABARD also organized training programmes for about 150 RCVs and NHG Presidents. Very soon, the women who were trained in the training programmes became valuable trainers themselves and started training their NHG members in informal training programmes. The managerial, entrepreneurial, and leadership skills of the members became more evident as they were getting ready to prepare their own plans and also implement them.
Planning by the Poor
A Task Force with the District Manager of NABARD, the Lead Bank Officer, and members of the CDS was constituted to conduct a quick study and identify the type of income generating activities that could be taken up by the women. In most cases, the women were not idle and were already employed, perhaps irregularly. The new or additional activities were, therefore, designed to supplement their existing activities as these women could not afford to try out something totally new at the cost of their existing activities and incomes, however meagre. The idea behind this was to learn of their resources and their constraints and to see how such activities could be integrated with the households instead of identifying a list of activities and forcing them on the groups.
The process led to the unlearning of many of the fabled "banking concepts" about unit sizes, unit costs, priorities, and flow of resources between one activity and another, including consumption. It also showed that all income generating activities could not be taken up by the women individually and some of them will have to be necessarily group based, either at the NHG level or sometimes at the ADS or even CDS level. The group based activities could be categorized as follows: either the participating women could come together to a common place for working or they could work in their own houses with reasonable flexibility, wherein the activities would be managed at the group level.
The Task Force report, therefore, provided a base on which the NHGs could start pondering over while preparing their own micro plans. The NHG level micro plans included not only income generating activities but also infrastructure and social needs such as improvement of houses or construction of latrines and water taps. The income generating activities identified by the members of NHGs ranged from such small level activities as backyard poultry or duckery units with 20 to 25 hens to group activities such as coir mat or garments making at the NHG or ADS level. The activity with the largest outlay was assembling umbrellas, an activity which could be managed at the CDS and ADS levels for bringing in economies of scale but which allowed tremendous flexibility to the participating women in the actual assembly process in that it could be taken up at the household level.
The micro plans were aggregated together into ADS level mini plans and the mini plans were aggregated into town level CDS plan. The aggregated CDS plan contemplated an outlay of over Rs 2.41 crore for income generating activities alone and expected to provide employment to over 8,000 women over a three-year period.
The plan was to be implemented in three phases. The first phase was to be implemented during 1994-95 with an outlay of over Rs 25.30 lakh and was expected to generate self-employment opportunities for about 3,200 women. The activities were mostly to be taken up individually and individual outlays were small. A few group activities were also planned where technical skills already existed (like making garments or making envelopes from used paper) or could be acquired (like coir products where the Coir Board agreed to provide training on mechanical ratts developed by them). The activity with the highest outlay in this phase was cora grass mat making which was planned as a group activity for 11 women with an outlay of Rs 19,000. The NHGs, however, decided to go in for group activities only after gaining sufficient experience.
The experience of the first phase, it is hoped, would encourage the women to embark upon the second phase where an outlay of Rs 36.50 lakh is contemplated for providing employment to about 3,650 women. Group activities larger in number and size are being planned for this phase with outlays touching Rs 50,000. In the third phase, the activities would include assembling umbrellas where the outlay is expected to be around Rs 1 crore.
Banking by the Poor
In the initial meetings of the NHGs, ADSs, and the CDS, it became quite clear to the members that one of their major problems was borrowing small amounts at usurious rates from moneylenders for meeting emergent needs. They were, therefore, encouraged to start saving themselves to meet such eventualities. The women also felt that if at all any member was forced to take a loan, such small loans should be provided by their own organization. Although UNICEF had provided a revolving fund to the CDS as a grant, it was soon felt that it would not be sufficient to meet all the needs. This led to the emergence of "thrift societies" in every NHG. These were not separate entities but merely represented one activity of the NHG. The registers and passbooks designed by NABARD were quite useful to them and mobilization of thrift in their weekly or fortnightly Vol. 20, No. 1, January-March 1995 meetings became a regular feature. The thrift amounts were openly collected and accounted, and the transparency of the system further augmented the mutual trust of the members. In a short period of about a year and a half, 10,000 women members of the 350 NHGs had already collected over Rs 15.53 lakh as thrift deposits.
The training programmes that had been organized for the members helped them in deciding the priorities and terms on which such small consumption or emergency loans should be given to the members. This vital experience on setting priorities and terms, keeping accounts, and exerting peer pressure for ensuring repayments gradually provided the much needed confidence and skills among the poor women to handle larger resources, most of which did not belong to them individually. In the process, they learnt to be accountable.
It was this process which led to the decision that whenever women members, individually or in groups, wished to take loans for taking up any income generating activity, at least 25 per cent of the proposed outlay must necessarily come by way of their margin contribution through their thrift deposits. Although UNICEF had agreed to meet 25 per cent of the outlay as subsidy, at least for the activities proposed in the first phase, it was clear to the CDS that their pooled resources by way of thrift deposits and the revolving fund provided by the UNICEF would not be sufficient to meet such needs. They had to, therefore, look for additional funds. Despite the activities being viable, it was felt that most banks, notwithstanding their social commitment, would find it impossible to appraise, sanction, disburse/and monitor hundreds of such small loans.
It was at this stage that the CDS, through the state coordinator of the project, approached NABARD to help it with the loans. As NABARD was already involved in the building up of the banking skills of these women through thrift mobilization as well as appraisal, sanction, and monitoring of consumption loans, sanctioning a bulk loan to the CDS for lending to the NHG members seemed to be the most logical answer. Being a refinancing agency, NABARD did not have the authority to provide the loans directly and hence formal banks had to be brought in for the purpose.
Although thrift amounts were being collected at the NHG level, the pooled savings were being deposited in savings bank accounts maintained by various ADSs with different commercial banks. Through their constant deposit linked interaction with these bank branches and the latter's association with the Task Force for identifying income generating activities, a mutual relationship had grown between the CDS and branches of three commercial banks, viz., State Bank of Travancore, Canara Bank,
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The husband of Smt Valsala, a member of the Makkachiparambu NHG, was suffering from cancer. In its meeting on 28 May 1994, the group decided to help the member in buying medicines. The other group members initially collected Rs 100 for the family's immediate needs. But knowing fully well that such help cannot be lasting, it decided to seek similar assistance from neighbouring NH Gs whose contribution would be deposited in the savings account of Smt Valsala. The idea was to mobilize enough savings in her name so that she would become eligible to take a small loan from the NHG to start coir spinning. The members felt that such a step would give her sufficient and sustained income to buy medicines regularly.
The decision shows the tremendous maturity of the members. First, they set the priorities, identified the most needy member, recognized her problem, set about meeting the most emergent need, and came up with a lasting solution to the problem. In the entire process, they had decided not to dilute their own stipulation of a minimum of 25 per cent margin by the member as this could lead to weak decisions in future.
Smt Vilasini, the Resident Community Volunteer (RC V) of the Panapparambu NHG, requested for a loan to buy two cows in the group's meeting on 02 June 1994. She was aware that no other member had enough savings to qualify for a loan for income generating activities identified by the group members. After due deliberation, the group felt that the pooled resources of the group were not sufficient to sanction a large loan. Also, Smt Vilasini's savings had come in large bulk amounts and were not in the nature of regular thrift deposits. The group was, therefore, not sure of the genuineness of her savings. The group also noted that two other members were depositing thrift amounts regularly and would soon be eligible to take a loan. The group, therefore, decided not to sanction the loan to Smt Vilasini but wait till the other more deserving members reached the minimum savings required by them to avail of a loan of Rs 1,825 to buy a cow of local breed.
In this manner, the group demonstrated their ability to prioritize the needs and also appraise the borrower before appraising the activity-something rarely done by banks while financing small loans. Though the decision was a setback to Smt Vilasini, a volunteer selected by the members themselves, she not only accepted the decision of the group but also continued her duties as the RCV of the group. This once again indicated the strength of transparent decision-making process adopted by the groups.
and Corporation Bank which prompted NABARD to discuss this issue with senior officials of these banks. NABARD and the branch managers of the three banks succeeded in convincing the higher ups in the three banks that bulk loans could indeed be sanctioned to the CDS as CDS seemed to be fully competent to handle individual small loans. Since each bank would be Vikalpa maintaining only one loan account in its books for the aggregate amount (thereby reducing its own transaction cost substantially) instead of hundreds of accounts as would be done by the CDS (where the major portion of the work stood externalized by banks), the banks also agreed to share the interest margin with the CDS so that the CDS's efforts could also become self-sustaining. NABARD agreed to provide 100 per cent refinance for these loans, and the three banks sanctioned an aggregate loan of Rs 12.66 lakh to the CDS repayable over a threeyear period. The entire transaction was at the approved commercial rates of interest. The most important aspect of this entire transaction was the fact that the bank loans had been sanctioned to the CDS without any collateral security or any kind of guarantee for repayment by any agency. In other words, the confidence of the banks in the organization of the poor women was the only guiding factor for such "clean" loans.
By January 1995, the CDS had already drawn Rs 8.86 lakh from two banks. Coupled with its own savings and the revolving fund, this helped the CDS to provide loans aggregating over Rs 16 lakh to over 2,300 members for starting around 1,500 units. In fact, the CDS first risked own pooled resources, which were interest-free, and only then availed of the required bank loans so as to keep the interest burden low-yet another example of sound banking by the poor women. The NHGs have started with loans of small sizes. Even group loans sanctioned so far have been on a smaller than earlier contemplated scales. The groups will move on to larger loans when they feel confident of appraising and monitoring such loans.
The CDS's process of sanctioning loans to members deserves special mention. When a loan request comes from a member, the entire NHG discusses the proposal. Aspects such as the technical and entrepreneurial skills of the member to handle the activity, other human and financial resources to be employed, periodicity of savings, size of the activity, and outlays proposed are thoroughly discussed. Loans are sanctioned only when the members are satisfied on all counts. Thus, every member knows the entire background-the purpose, the amount, the terms and conditions, the difficulties anticipated, etc. Proper accounts are maintained and loans as well as repayment transactions are done in open meetings. This has helped monitor the loans properly and NHGs have been able to take appropriate steps where warranted. Once again, the transparency and involvement of all the members is the core strength of the groups' working. Members have already paid Rs 3.14 lakh towards repayment of the loans taken by them from the CDS for income generating activities. Repayments so far have been 100 per cent, something that formal banking institutions could only dream about. The CDS is also Vol. 20, No. 1, January-March 1995 promptly repaying its own monthly installments to the concerned banks.
Today, it has become a matter of honour of the NHGs to ensure that their group is default free. In one or two rare cases of defaults, the groups have often rallied together to pool resources for repayment so that their group is not discredited. Similarly, they have joined hands to help their members who have been victims of natural calamities. The discussions in NHGs have often led to identification of training, infrastructural or linkage needs which need to precede any loans and the CDS has made efforts to fulfil such needs.
The banking by the poor has already eliminated the high overhead costs of banks, brought in better understanding of the real needs of the poor among formal agencies, and has helped bring loans from formal banks to thousands of poor women who would have otherwise remained unbanked.
Convergence of Resources
With the CDS gaining momentum, other formal agencies too are collaborating in the effort. For example, the Coir Board has provided 20 mechanical ratts developed by their R&D wing to the CDS and has also trained some women in its working. The CDS can now give group loans for this activity. The HUDCO is now willing to provide loans and subsidy for housing improvement. ANERT has agreed to associate itself for popularizing smokeless chulhas. The Kerala Water Authority intends to provide community water taps at places decided by the CDS.
What is New in this Approach?
Relying on the latent skills of women in managing frugal resources is not new. Formation of groups of women is not new. Taking up income generating activities is not new. Mobilization of savings is not new.
What is new in the approach is that the NHGs are groups in the real sense of the term because they have not come together to share a booty and then disintegrate as has been seen in umpteen government programmes (DWCRA groups are just one example). The women have learnt the importance of self-reliance and can now stand together as well as support their own members who are facing a crisis. The women can now analyse their socioeconomic milieu, identify, and prioritize their problems and find their own solutions and it is the formal agencies like the state government, banks, NABARD, UNICEF, and others who have joined together to foster these groups and not one or two "dedicated" individuals. It is these formal agencies which have recognized the managerial and entrepreneurial skills of the poor women and have decided to shed their own authority and let the poor women take their own decisions. This democratic set up, in fact, allows and keeps the decision-making process exclusively in the hands of the poor.
The approach, thus, allows the formal agencies to reach thousands of poor at a fraction of their operating costs which had hitherto prevented them from doing it and is, therefore, replicable anywhere.
Can the Alappuzha Model be Really Replicated?
While it may be too early to predict that the Alappuzha model can be replicated, the confidence that it has built up among the partners associated with it has propelled the government of Kerala to launch similar programmes in all the 57 towns of the state as also all the 94 rural panchayats of one of the most backward districts (Malappuram) of the state. The programme in Malappuram district alone will cover 1.6 lakh households. Once again, it will be the formal agencies and their personnel who will be associated with the programme. But, the decision-making process will remain in the hands of the poor women.
Empowerment of the Poor Women in Entire Kerala
In the most significant development of the decade, the state government has now decided to constitute an Urban Poverty Alleviation Fund in each municipality. All resources directed towards the urban poor from various programmes and agencies would be credited to this fund. Apart from this, 30 per cent of the general purpose grant provided by the state government to the municipality and 2 per cent of the municipality's annual revenue would also be credited to this fund by the municipality. All these resources will be transferred to the respective CDS within 15 days. And, most important, beneficiaries of all programmes directed towards the poor will be selected only by the respective CDS. The path shown by Alappuzha is already being emulated in the whole of Kerala. Women from other towns in Kerala and even other states are visiting Alappuzha to see for themselves the working of the Alappuzha CDS. Recently, the Project Officers of UNICEF from different states were at Alappuzha to study the process of development. Even voluntary agencies from other states are now visiting Kerala to learn from this experience. And it is the poor women of the CDS who provided inputs in community dynamics, savings and lending operations, accounting system, and decision-making processes.
The process of empowering the poor women has already begun.
